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The Broken Bond:

Divorce in Providence County,

Sheldon S. Cohen

Th e high incidence of divorce in American society has recently been
the focus of much attention . Contemporary media coverage of the vari ­

ous aspects of this subject has indeed been substantial and widespread.

And despite a decline in the nationwide divorce rate from 5.4 per 1,000

popu lation in 19Ho [0 5.2 in 19M2 , there remains concern that in future

years such high percentages could completely alter the family structu re.

The principa l focus of th is study, however, is not on the ramifications

of contempora ry or futu re divorce trends, nor even on the origins of a

social institution th at reaches back to the ancient Sume rians. Ra ther,

it concent rates on the h istorical implications of 293 divorce petit ions

tha t we re submitted to the Superior Court of Provid ence County be­
tween 1749 and IHoq, These manusc ript records are the on ly ones of
Rhod e Island 's five cou nty superior co u rts for this pe riod tha t are legi­

ble and are already cata logued. However, since Providence was Rh ode

Isl an d 's larges t cou nty in size and populat ion and a lso co ntaine d its

greates t economic diversi ty, the m anuscri pt records for this locale alo ne

merit exa m ina t ion and analysis.'

Prov idence Cou n ty expe rience d sign ificant ch anges during these

si xty years . At th e ti me of the supe rior co urt's first session in IHy, the
co u nty included approxi mate ly t 1,600 inha bita nts, most of whom

we re engaged in ag ricu ltu ral pu rsuit s . Its largest se tt lement , Pro vi­

de nce, wit h abou t "\,IiOO res idents, had some commerc ia l and ot her

small ente rprises, yet in suc h econo m ic endeavors it s ti ll lagged beh ind

th e larger, more cosmopolitan , ove rbeari ng, and prosp erous commu­

n it y of Newport .' Yet subsequent dec ades prod u ced new development!'>
that altered the cou nty 's quiescent colonia l env iro nment .

By 1809, a.. Thomas Jeffer son prepa red to relinqui sh his executive

office an d the nat ion was poised to expe rie nce profound cha nges in it s

economic and social orde r, Prov idence County con tained almost thi rty

thous and res idents. Provide nce town comprised a th ird of th is nu mbe r.

Provid ence County's population was double that of Newport County.

and the town of Newpo rt , with only seven thousand inhabi ta nts, had

clearly bee n eclipsed as the foremost ur ban community in Rhode Is­

land by its rival at the other end of Narragansett Bay.'
•
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This general framework of social. econom ic, and political change
provides th e background for cons ideration of the almost three hundred

divorce petitions submitted to Providenc e County's superior court . The
pet itioners represented exceptions to traditional New England marital
ideals of provident and faithful hu sbands bound to loyal, caring, obe ­
dient wives . In another respect, they also repre sented quite varied
social levels within the county. Thus the petit ione rs included Mary
Cooke Bowen, who sought a divorce for desertion from Oliver Bowen, a
successful Providence merchant, as well as Pink Arnold, a destitute
black mother who obtained a legal separation h om her husband, Prime,
as a result of his alleged cruelt y, adultery, and desertion .'

These Providence County divorce records offer valuable insight s into
prevailing social mores in late eighteenth- and early ninet eenth-century
New England. By analyzing their records, we can relate the variou s ctr­
cumstances of marital disruption to existing social customs and fam ily
life . And the legal proceedings themselves also serve as indicators of
attitudinal changes toward marriage and marital responsibilities in pre ­
and post -Revolutionary America .' The substantia l inc rease of Provi ­
dence County divorce petitions filed by wives in the years afte r the War
for Independence supports the growing body of evidence regarding the
influences of Revolutionary ideology on American women.

Marital separation occurred in Rhode Island almost hom it s begin ­
nings. Indeed, in 16.H John Hicks requested Newport officials to grant
him a separation from his wife, Horrod [Hardwood] on the grounds of
adultery. Six years later the colony's General Assembly enacted legisla ­
tion reiecung divorce requests "for any other case but that of Adul ­
rene, " reserving to Itself jurisdiction in all such cases. However. m
165S the legislature permitted "a general or town magistrate to grant a
bill of divorce" in case of adu ltery, and by implication allowed the Gen­
eral Court to consider other grounds. A half-dozen divorce actions had
been ini tiated in the co lony before Providence County experienced its
first case in 1667: About this same time, iunsdrcnon over divorce
shifted to the Court of Trials, composed of the governor and hi s coun­
cil , which maintained this authority until 1747 when supervision was
del egated to each county 's superior court . Afterward the Gen eral A.,­
sembly might still receive such pennons, but was involved only III ex ­
ceptional cases. Desertion had already been added to adultery as an
official ground for marital dissolution . The colony and county courts
continued to grant divorces (or other grounds prior to 1798 when a re­
vised law code specifically added " impotency, extreme cruelty," and
"gross misbehavior and wickedness in either of the parties, repugnant
to and in violation of the marriage covenant .'"

These Rhode Island legal practices were more liberal than those of
England and the sout hern colonies, which permitted only scparauon
from bed and board, denying complete divorce from legally constituted

marriages. Rhode Island 's practices were also somewhat more liberal
than those procedures in neighbonng Massachusetts where, until 1786,
the grounds for divorce were not cod ified and th e governor and his
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council stili made final decisions. Connecticut, which had codified its

causes for divorce in 1667 and by the early eighteenth century allowed
its superior courts to grant divorce, most closely approximated Rhode
.lsland's legal convention."

But what of the almost three hundred men and women from Pro­
vidence County who, between 1749 and 1809, felt sufficient ly wronged
to seek divorce and endure the social stigma that accompanied penna­
nent dissolution of one 's marital bonds ! Their petitions to th e supen or
court followed a generally similar pattern . The claimant normally be­
gan with a statement hsnng the date of the marnagc, citing a specific

grievance or grievances against the mate [often including, in the case of
fema le petitioners, personal distress), and concluding with a plea that
he or she be granted a divorce based on the all eged violations of the
marriage co ntract. The cou rt had the right to summon an accused
spouse, though often, as in the case of desertion, no such attempt was
made. However, when the respondent was notified of the action and ap­
peared in court, a heanng usually wok place m which both parties
could present their arguments. And, Similar to exrsnng practices m
Connecticut , cases could be referred to the General Assembly."

Petitioners to Providence County's superior court most often cited

desertion as the prima ry cause of the ir act ions. This reason appeared as
the fundamental complaint in th irty-rune percen t 1114 1of the 29' cases
examined. Several of these actions also alluded tu physica l or men ta l
maltreatment, but these were incidental addenda to the overridi ng
claims of wanton abandonment ." A majority of desertion-related di­
vorce suits noted that th e absent spouse had departed after several years
of marriage and the birth of several children. Thus, m 17 94 , Deborah

Baker of Glocester declared that her husband, Stephen, had deserted
her after twenty-one years of marriage and five children, wh ile that

same year Thomas Eddy of Johnston noted that his wife , Ann, had left
him and their children afte r twe nty-th ree years of marriage. Co nve rsely,
a significant mi nority of such petitioners claimed that their spo uses
had fled within a short time after th eir nuptials. lydia Sylvester of Scit­
uate declared that her husband. Amos, deserted " immediately" after
their wedding ceremony, while Samuel Johnson asserted that his wife ,
Nancy, had fled to unknown locales only one day after exchanging wed­
ding vows."

A significant number of these petitions cited the absent respondent 's
whereabou ts ; most reported places within other America n co lonies or
sta tes, principa lly in neighboring New England. Thus James Prince
of Nonh Providence asserted tha t his Wife, Eunice, had deserted to
Plymouth, Massachusetts, while Lillis Inman of Smithfield declared
that her laborer husband, Joseph, had departed to Maine.II Errant
spouses allegedly had tied to the Middle Atlanti c and southern states
and the Northwest Territories as well . And a few petitioners [al l female)
listed places outside America where their absent husbands reportedly
resided . Hence Dinah Row of Cranston stated that her husband , John,
had gone to France after leaving her. Freelove Tweedy reponed that her
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husband, an apothecar y, was refus ing to return from St. Croix in the

Danish West Indies; and th e greatest distance-se t te r. Jane Todd , pro­
claimed that her mate, Joseph , a form er Providence bookseller, had de­
clined to return from Buenos Aires."

Men were cited more often .1S the offendmg party in these abandon­
ment cases. Indeed, mal e desert ers accounted for 78 of the I q or al ­
most seventy percent of the abandonme nt cases." Of course , several
Providence Co unty wives deserted thei r hu sbands, too, and the memo­
rials revealed their whereabout s more frequently than th ose concern­
ing abs ent mal es. Man y of the depa rted wives sough t she lt er among
family or othe r su pporti ve groups. For exa mple, Daniel Barnes, a Glo­
ces te r yeo man, claimed that his wife, Hope, had behaved In an " incor ­
rigibl e and undutiful mann er" alter their marriage the previo us year.
Daniel added that two month... prior to hiS pennon, Hope had left in
th e co m pany of her fathe r and brothe r... , who had also helped them ­

selves to furniture and other goods . Stephe n Page, Paul Smi th. David
Darling, and Robert Potter all protest ed that their wives had left them
for the sanctuary of th eir parents' homes. Marcy Brown of Gloceste r

and C hloe Eddy of Providence found other refuges, th eir hu sbands
claimed that th ese wom en had desert ed th em afte r lengthy marriages
and raising children in order to lo in th e Sha ker religious sect. "

Petit ioners who knew th e whereabout s of absent spouses ordmanlv
sough t their return . Such endea vors came in the form of letters or per ­
sonal appeals by th e cla imant or supplications of friends, relat ives,
clergymen, and , in a few instances. local magistrates. However, these
attempts were fru itl ess. Sarah Wood, for example, declared in 17Mb th at
her absent husband, Zephaniah, had wnucn her from Massachusett s:
" I intend to travel for the future . Get married as qui ck as you please."

Two years later, Jeremiah Williams of Scituate declared that his wife
Suze had left him for her parents' horne and, despite his pleas for n-eon ­
ciliation, declared that "she wish ed him to get clear of her. " And Mary
Potter of Smithfield was even more defiant ; she allegedly told her hus­
band, Christopher , that "she did not love bim, and she would rath er CU t

her throat than return again " '~

The second most frequ ently cit ed cause for divorce combined adul ­
tery and desertion . There were ninety-one such act ions in this ca tegory,
approximately thirt y-one percent of th e total petitions. And like the
classification for desertion alon e, ma les formed the rnaiority (sixt y-six
percent}of the respondents for rhese offenses. Irrespective of the offend­
ing party's gender, th ese adultc ry-desernon cases obviously manifest ed
drastic breach es of conju gal harmon y. Indeed. th e firs t divorce petition
presented to the Providence Super ior Court fell within this cla ssi fica ­
tion . In 1749 Marcy Olney of Providence declared to the rus tices th at
her husband, Neda biah : "Several years pas t left her and a large family of
C hildren in poo r Ci rcu ms tances, and he has since marri ed another
woman in th e Province of Pennsylvani a." IT

Subsequent act ions wnhm this group revea l similar particulars of
abandonment and betrayal. Thus, Mary Manchest er of Scituate re-
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cc ived a divorce in 1758 after claiming that her hu sband Bage, who
had deserted her sixteen years before , had committed adultery with
Mehitable Eddy and now planned to marry her . Ephriam Baker, also of
Scitua te , stated in his petition that his wife Hannah had "behaved her­
self most inconsistent with the Marriage Contract by heaving him the
previous November and commnnng adultery with one Edward Clifford,
"a transient man." Phebe Peck of Cumberland declared in her suc ­
cessful action that he r husband, Steven, had left her and their seven
ch ildren, and had committed adultery with Phebe Ballou. He went to

Maine, where he subsequently married Miss Ballou .,. Not surprisingly,

the offenders wubm this category included several of th e county 's mar­
mers. Sarah Jones, wife of Providence sailor George Jones, declared to

the Justices that he had left on a voyage shortly after th eir marriage and
now lived with another woman in Norfolk, v irginia."

Many of the adultery-desertion proceedings Included allegations
uf ignominious mdigntnes endured by the pet itioners, especially the
wives. Rebecca Thayer, for example, received a divorce from her absent
and unfaithful hu sband, David, after declaring that she had horne his
cruel trea tment and his blatant infidelities-even those with the house­
maids. One deponent testified that David had boasted to him that "he
would not hier [sic] no maid except they would have do with him."
Patience Dolbe of Scituate sought a divorce from her husband, John,
not only for his desertion and illi cit affairs , but because he had on ce
attempted to rape her mother. In 1!l 00 Mary Smith alleged that she
"had to get wood in the snow and take care of cattle wast John [her hus­
band] was sporting" with Vine Herendeen of Smn bfield." Some peti­
tioners also added accusations of drunkenness and cruelt y to their
principal charges ot desertion and adultery. But the single additional
charge most often entered by the woman petitioner was that the un ­
faithfu l spouse had left he r destitute. Many of these women received
succor from family or friends, but some, like Phebe Lawrance and her
two children, had to be supported by Providence's Ove rseers of the
POOLI l

Dest itution was not cited by the husbands who submitted petitions
involving desertion and adultery or simply adultery. A few male pet i­
tioners withm th ese groups added general charges of Wifely neglect or
content ious ness, and in one instance farmer Joseph Burlingame as­
serted that lus wife, Sarah, had even stolen his horse and saddle when
she eloped with her younger paramour. Perhaps Timothy Vicent pre­
sented the most ignominious al lcganon. He claimed that his wife , Har­
riet, had "often for long periods of time been [an] inmate of brothels and
houses of ill fame ," u

T he th ird most preva lent class of divo rce me morials cited on ly adu l­

tery as the fundamenta l complaint . Fifty-one such petitions, or seven­
teen percent of the total, were submitted to the superior court during
this period ami the maionty [twenty-seven] were filed by men. The pre­
ponderance of these accusations did not mean that men were more
faithful , but rather suggests their greater ability to hide mdiscretions.

71

I!; ."iar}· M~m:h""ler, ITt_. Scuuate
~pt 17,/1 , Ephrram B~k ..r, Pel , XltUoil ...
."h rch 1711/1 , Phebe Pt:ck.l'et_. Cum­
berland. Sept 1711,. IOne 01 .\hrv M,m ·
che"le r 'fo ~upJ'O l tln,( J"J'O~ lIlUn~ wa..
~lJ/,lled by eleven town..m..n.l

1\1, Sauh I"m-",I \ ·t . Providence.
March 1/102

20, Rebecca Th .lyer, Pt·t. , CI"tt"t' I,
Murch 17t>1I; Ephna rn t'c.n ce, Dcp., M;l."
I, 17M, PaUcllt e nolhc, Pet , Scnearc.
Sc pt 1774 , M.aq· xmnh. I\:t , GIO'C"ICI,
Au,(u..t It>, 11100.

2 1 I'hehc Lawrance, I'el Provid ence ,
."hrch rn l'l

11 , lc se ph Burhngame. 1\.-1 . fohn..I" n,
Fe b 1, , 1110.... Nahhv RJI<.:hdor. Dep. ,
....h rth 1/1. I~ , [}~Illcl Silve r. Dcp
Mu , h 2" ,1/10/1 Tlmmh}' vmcenr . 1\-1
1'1O""lcnu:. Scrt \ . 11lO."



.q , lohn C lem ence, Pet ., Prov idence,
Sep t_ 17 p l; N,,-ah Srnnh. Pet , Smithfield,
Ma rch 17'ill i Amasa Krlharn , Pet . Pro vi­
dence, Sept . 1159 ; Wilh am Pet e rs. Pet .,
Olocestc r, M arch 1766 ; Stephen Hill ,
Dep . May 27, l H Il,

24_ Bcnjarmn Dex ter , ret , Fost e r,
M ar ch 1796 , Ma ry Hopkins. Dep., Ma rch
10,1 796; Wi ll iam Bowcn, Pet ., C um­
berlan d , Ma rch 171'\6; lames BriAAs, Pet "
Sc ieu a re, March 17114,

2 'i_ Noah Smith, Pe t . Smithfi eld ,
Mar ch 17 'ill i Wil liam Young. t'c e., Prm' l
..fence, Sept . 19, 171lYi Bcmarm n Cole man ,
Pce., Providence , March 17'/ " Sam uel'
Morgan. Pet . Providence, March I I, 111o "
Ro be rt Norr is . Pel , I'roviJ l'nce, M arch
119 7,

26, Svlvra Wh ippl e, Pet " Sm nhticld,
Ma tch 17 'i ' , Hannah Staples, Dep.,
M arch 2 0 , 1711 .

THE BROKEN B OND

It was also indicative of the fact that prior to the American Revolution,
wives were less inclined to sue on th e basis of adultery alone. Actu­
ally, a woman filed only one of nine such suits prior to 1776 . Provi­
dence County males, however, were not so reluctant to overlook their
wives' adultery, and they generally instituted divorce proceedings more
quickly once they discovered evidence of their spouses ' infidelity.

These male petitioners and th eir supporting depositions depict a va­
riety of circumstances surrounding the adultery. Thus in 1758 John
Clemence of Providence and Noah Smith of Smithfield obtained di ­
vorces after claiming that their wive s had conceived illegitimate off­
spring following th eir infidelities. Providence 's Amasa Killiam lacked
such damning evidence; hi s petition included only unspecified charges
that hi s wife , Hannah, had committed adultery "over diverse years."
Glocester's William Peters alleged that hi s wife, Sarah, had committed
her indiscretions in her own horne." Foster's Benjamin Dexter divorced
his wife, Sarah, in 1796 after cit ing her liai sons with fellow townsman
Joseph Hopkins. Benjamin support ed his petition with six depositions
including one from Joseph 's wife, Mary. Whil e mo st of th ese particular
male-instituted proceedings occurred after relatively short marital
spans, some were subm itt ed long after marriage. For exam ple, William
Bowen and James Briggs, both of whom had spouses sign ifican tly named
Freelove, were among several males whose marriages of over fifteen
years di ssolved on charges of adult ery,"

Many Providence Count y males learned that their absences had not
made their spouses' hearts grow fonder. Merchant Noah Smith 's memo­
rial, for instance, revealed that a month before he returned from a
seventeen-month business venture in the Middle Colonies, " h is said
wife [Anne ] was delivered of a child in said Sm ithfield." Mariners, who
oft en left the region for qu ite lengthy period s, offered similar testi ­
mony. Providence County sailors including William Young, Benjamin
Coleman, Samuel Morgan, and Robert Norris all declared their shock
and dismay on returning home from long sea voyages to discover their
wives with newborn infants ."

Petitions and substantiating depositions filed by wives primarily al ­
leging adultery reveal widely var ying circumstances. In September
t753 , Sylvia Whipple of Smithfield received a divorce from her hus­
band, Ephraim, based upon his adulterous conduct with Sarah Staples
of nearby Cumberland. Although Ephraim denied any misconduct be­
fore the justices , accounts by four sworn witnesses to his infidelity, in ­
cluding Sarah Staples 's mother, evidently swayed them." Elizabeth
Maloney also provided testimonies of informants wh en she received a
divorce from her husband, a Providence barber, for hi s assignations
with "a certain Negro or Mulatto girl ." Pruden ce Austin had nine chil­
dren during her thirty-four year marriage, but these marital bonds were

severed in 1787 after she charged her husband, Gideon , with adultery
over a twenty-year span . It was Providence's Nancy Smith, though, who
seemed the most humiliated when she successfu lly argued to the

county iusuces in t 808 that her hu sband, John, had repeatedly flaunted
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his infidelities as well as his drunkenness before her and their eigh t
children.17

One of th e most revealing and recurrent aspect s cont ained within
the depositions accompanying th ese adult ery-related acti on s was the
manner in wh ich the alle ged indi screti ons occurred. Though New En­
glanders of the lat e eightee nth century may have sought privacy, in fact
a considerab le lack of such privacy exis ted in dally life. Man y of the
deponents in divo rce actions tesufled to overhea ring the respondents
mentioning their infidelities, but many others actua lly witnessed
acts of adu ltery. Ruth Bartlett of Cumberland, for exa mple, declared
that during a wint er evening in 17 52 - 53 she was In bed with Sarah
Staples when Ephraim Whipple "c limbed into th e othe r side" and "had
Cam el Know ledge of the body of ye said Sarah. " Ruth 's fourteen-year­
old bro ther, John , swore tha t he had once seen Ephra im and Sarah "both
in motion on the ground." In September 177 3 Stephen Herendeen of
Douglas, Ma ssachusetts, declared that he had lodged in the same room
th e previou s year with his fellow townsman David Brown, and also
Hannah Ross, a married Gloceste r woman . He added th at " I used to see
them stri p and go to bed toge the r, and I think other ways behave them-
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selves lik e Man & Wife- ." And in 11'100 Elliot Marsha ll swore that he
an d Elizabeth Ol ney, married to Stephen Olney of Providence, were
among six men and women In Olney 's home who had "all slept promis­
cuously in the same bed togethe r at which time the said Stephen was
absent. " Elliot also noted that Stephen's brother Peter partici pated in
this froli c ."

The least frequent of the categories for which these divorce actions
were instigated involved crue h y, gross misbehavior, wickedness, fraudu ­
lent contract [i.e., impotency, bigarn yl, and lengthy absence at sea . Only
thirty-seven such cases, less than thirteen percent of the total. fell
within this grouping. Over half of these case s occurred in the decade

after 179B when th e revised law code, as previously noted, recognized
officially the above-mentioned ca uses as grounds for marital dissolu­
tion . Furthermore, only two memorials during the entire period cited
lengthy absences as th e cause for their acti on . No doubt this low figure
stemmed from the fact that wives of nu ssmg sailors could obtain di­
vorces on the grounds of deseruon. or if their absent husbands were de­
cla red legally dead , they were not obliged to sue for divorce in ord er to

rema rry.
Thirty petitions cinng cruelt y or gru~~ misbehavior comprised the

majority written in this last category and , as might be expected, wives
initiated three-quarters, or twenty-three, 01 the com plaint s. Some of
these women reported the ma ltreatment that their hu sbands infli cted
upo n them in gene ral terms. or merely focused on verbal abuse . More
often, these women spoke of phys ical as .....e11as emotional ill-treatment .

Hann ah Blanchard of Smithfield clai med that her husband, Joseph, had
refused to allow a physician to attend he r duri ng an illness and later
forcib ly turned he r out of their horne. Mary Brown of North Providence
au gmen ted her pennon with a deposition from Ezra Hubbard alleging

th at her hu sband, Icrerni ah, had "bit part of her finger off," and also
swo re th at "he wo uld spilt her da mn brains wi th an axe." lQ Mary Mill er
asserted that he r sailor husba nd. Ebeneze r, w hilc bea ting he r "with
ma ny stripes," had "threa tened to take he r life and has frequently
armed himself and laid walt fur that purpose." And in 1799, Anna
Nichols of Providence described quite graphically ho w she endured her
husband, Fortune 's, bearings with "whips. fists . a shovel, and Tongs .' ''''

Few of these memorial s portrayed the contempora ry, albeit little pub­
licized, phenomenon of "battered" hu sbands. Though infrequent , such
complaints did occur. For example, in 179 \ farmer Andrew Stone of
Cranston sought a divorce from hi s wife, Mary, for gross misbehavior
and cruelty. According to some of And rew 's SI X deponents, his spouse of
fourteen years had thrown ohrect s at him and beat him w ith a broom
and birch rod. Later, in I S04, Peter Brown, a Providence laborer, de­
clared that during his twent y-year mamage to his wile, Phebe, she
"hath many times driven him frnm his house with force 6.. violence,

shamefully beating &. brumng him in a cruel manner &. threatening hi s
life ." Peter, how ever , submitted no depo sitions to substantiate these
and other claims of gross mi sbeha vior. And 10 February 1807 Nathan
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Walker, a SCituate gen tleman. declared that his wife, Mary, had wast cd
his property and threatened violence against him and their children ."
While there may have been other physicall y abused hu sbands, suc h
charges, if accurat e, were sti li exceptions in this male-domi nated so ­
ciety, Most men who did cite cruelty in their pennons used compla ints
simila r to those of female plaintiffs , However, terms such as "neglec t­
ful of wifely duties" and failure to prepare necessary food mdrcatc a
specific gender connota t ion.

A few cases within this last classification fell within the category of
fraudulent contract or deceitful conduct involving one of the manta I
partners . Stephen Day of Smithfield, Benianun Spooner of Providence,
and Weaver Hopkins of Scituate all claimed that they had been tri cked
mro marrying their wives after false accusations that they were the fa­
thers of expected oftspnng. Day and Spooner submitted deposmons
in their successful actions alleging the actual fathers; Hopkins, who
claimed that he had been forced to marry his Wife, Urania, or go to Jail,
submitted depositions, inc luding one from a physician, to prove that he
had been working 10 upstate New York when Urania had become preg­
nant . Women , too , had thei r own versions of fraudulent contract. Mary
Blackman and Martha Bisho p, both widows, asserted tha t the ir new
husbands de liberately tr ied to cheat them ou t of then estates. Martha
alleged that he r merchant husband, John, took all of he r personal estate
"except for one bed and a few other trifling articles." " Yet, regardless
of gende r, the plai nnfts in fraudu lent contract cases appea red most
ob liged to submu deposi tions th at supported their contentions .

The Superior Court of Provide nce County granted seve nty-nne per­
cent of the mmal divorce peti tio ns submit ted dur ing th is time, As
might he ex pected, the peti t ioners showing desertion or ad ultery­
desertion over a considerable dur ati on had th e easiest t ime ob tai ni ng
approval of the ir cases. Reason s ci ted by th ose who fail ed to receive ap­
prova l for th eir in itial pet it ion s were that court citations were being is­
sued; th e case was being filed or continued; th e case was wi thdrawn,
dism issed, or referred to another court ; or , lastl y, th at th e case was
being contes ted,

Contested divorce actions included varvnu; details and results . Sarah
Lyndsay 01Providence challenged her husband. Thomas, when he sought

a divo rce fro m her allegi ng periodic dese rt ion and adultery with Tho mas
Tay lor on Hope Island, A divorce was granted by mut ua l agreement , bu t
un ly afte r Sara h Jellied lus cha rges as "malicious, fal se willed, and
groundless" and accused her husband of constant ly dis playi ng a "mo­

rose Temper &. Bitt ern ess 01Heart towards her ." Later , in 17M7, Esther
Brown of Cumberland , mamcd for thir ty-one years, contested a pe­
tition from he r husband, Christopher, 10 which he alleged desert ion
and adulter y. The court sought cita tions after Esther submitted a depo­
sition signed by twelve individuals dcclanng Christopher's accusations
groundless, and she eloquently offered to defend he r mnoccncc to a
"Iaire rrya ll.":" And during the September IR07 session. the court dis­
missed farme r Stephen Sheldon 's memorial seeking divorce from his
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wife Lydia for assertedl y threatening him, refusing to carry out her

marriage vows, and reneging on a subs tan tial cash agreement for a sepa ­

ration . Lydia 's countercharges accused Stephen of insanity and also of

forcing her to sign under duress the separation agreement .'....

The Revolution, which bisects these first six decades of Providence

court records, caused significant social changes within the United

States. War-related petitions deserve perhaps the most immediate no­

tice. Although Newport County suffered more severe wartime disloca­

tions, including lengthy British occupation, and perhaps had more

marital problems, Providence Cou nty families were not unaffected by

the conflict . Thus Elizabeth Sanford of Prov idence received a divorce

from her husband, Robert, aft er alleging that he had deserted her in

177 S to join the service of King George and had later committed big­

amy in Great Britain. Elizabeth Sm ith 's wart im e marriage ended after
assertions that her spouse, John, had failed to support h er or their child

during his Continental Army service, and that he wa s also guilty of

adultery. Among the male plaintiffs, Israel Bryon claimed that his wife,

Robe, had sexua l relations with both a patriot volunteer and a British

deserter from Newport . Providence laborer Edward Vase ob ta ine d a sep­

aration from his wife, Dorot hy, afte r being cuckolded by a Hessian
officer.)5

Yet the Revolution had less direct though far more s ign ificant effects

on marital patterns. Linda Kerber and Mary Beth Norton's studies of the
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status of women dunng the colon ial and post- Revolutionary eras sug­
gest that the latter decades transformed the standing of Amencan
women. Both of th eir s tudies demons trate that co lon ia l wives in fact
did not expenencc a "golde n age" of respect, freedom, and dorncs uc
equality, bu t rather an age of debasem ent and inferiorit y in rel at ionsh ip
to th eir male count erparts. The strugg le for ind ependen ce, however , al­
tered this situation as women en joyed new feeli ngs of ind ivid ualism,
self-confidence, and se lf-assertion. Mari tal patterns reveal allegedlv
so me of the effects of these emergent sentiments: women resis t ma le

monopolization in fami ly matters, rerect their husbands' demgrauon of
their charac te rs, and declare themselves openly in the eve nt of abuse or
dissa nsfacno n in marriage. The inc reas ing prevalen ce of post-wa r di­

vorce petition s and th eir wordings can thus he see n as indi cator s of
suc h soc ial changes."

Sta tist ics from these Rhode Island lit igations offer part of the ev i­
dence of trans format ion. A computation of d ivorce petitions during

each of the six decades after 1749 shows that, as in Connecticut and
Massachusetts, the frequency of such litigations was extremely small
prior to the American Revolution {see appendix I I. For the decades

1749 - 5~ and 17'i9-t.H, the figu res ave raged ,oM and ,05 ' per 1000 pupu­
lanon, and .01}7 per 1000 pop ulanon for the pre-Revolu tionary per iod
from 1741} through 1774. Suc h inco nside rable number s com pare d to
th ose of Co nnec ticu t for th ese same peri ods. During th e Revolut ion

(April 177s-September 17831the re were only fiftee n divorce mc mon­
als presented to Pro vidence Superior Court , a frequency rate of about
.09 5 pe r tOOO popula tion-slightly higher tha n that for Connec ticut.
Aft er the Revolu t ion, the average frequency rate for Providence County

climbed dramatically, reaching .310 for the decade 1789-98, . 4 8 ~ for
the decade 1799- 1808, and an overa ll average frequency of ,380 during
the quarter -cent ury after Septe mber 17H3. Suc h numbers arc cons ide r­
ably higher than Connect icut's growth of . t 70 ior th e postwa r year s
1786 through 1797. Connec ticut as a who le, however, was m or e isolated
than Providence County, and it s cont inued Congre ganona l Ch urc h
es tab lishment probably hind ered a com parative upsurge 10 di vorce
ac tion s."

T he word ing of female divorce petitions afte r 178 _1 offe rs a baromete r
of shifti ng circumstances. The ir ph raseology clearly displays a greate r
em phasis on wifely expec ta tions of ob tai ni ng future lives of happi ­
ness and peace on a more equal or cooperat ive basis wit h th eir bus­
bands." Less prevalent are com place nt decla rations such as that of
Sarah Lyndsay, who in 1769 replied to her husband 's accusation of adu l­
tery that " she ha th managed her Domestic affairs w ith Industry & Iru­
ga li ty &. m all things acted as a prudent, obe dient &. good wife ought to
do to wa rd he r Husband ." Wives also beca me less reticent abou t seeking
lega l sepa ration on the grounds of crue lty and nonsupport. Providence's
Mary Smi th exem plified this new spirit . She declar ed to the iustices in
March 180 5 that despite her own destit ut ion and need to support six
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children, "she did not find it her duty to str uggle any longer with her
atlicnons," and had therefore left her drunken and abusive hu sband."

Other statements or actions by wives in post -Revolutionary Provi ­
dence County were equally explicit. Smithfield's Mary Potter swore to
her husband, Christopher, that "she would rather cut her throat " than
reconcile with him. Elizabeth Peck of North Providence deserted her
husband, Benjamin, shortly after th eir marriage in November 1791 and
afterwards bluntly advised him, " if he wished for a wife to seek for and
obtain another." Stephen Mathewson 's pet iti on and supporti ng deposi ­
ti ons declared that not only had his wife, Sarah, deserted him and gone
back to her mother, but she was obstinately refusing him an y vis its to
their children." And Providence ropemaker George Dunkin asserted
that his wife , Patience, had not only left him, taking th eir furniture,
but had subsequently answered his entrea ties to return only with
threats and curses. Raben Brettun's divorce petition of 1799 offers an ­
other representative example of th is emergent female individualism.
Brerrun claimed that his wife, Sarah , whose parents had induced her to
marry him, had left him th e previous year and "openly declared she
will never cohabit with him,' '"'

The precipitous increase in divorce litigations after 178J did not sig­
nal the destruction of family life in Providence County. Despite th e
fact that the frequency of postwar divorce cases was considerably higher
than that of Connecticut, marital separation rema ined infrequent and
socially unacceptable in th e region . Furtherm ore, even the .485 fre­
quency rate per 1000 for the period 1799-1 808 was alm ost eight times
lower than all divorces granted in the county during 1980.'1

Nevertheless, examination and analysis of these 19J cases does offer
further significant substantiation for Kerber and Norton's portrayal of
post-Revolutionary feminine awareness. For it is apparent in the me ­
morials after 178J that many Providence County women had come to
regard their marital bonds in a new perspective. While their suits still
acknowledged the need to carry nut the sacred precepts of the marriage
contract, these women were reexamining and demanding more from
marital bonds. In growing numbers after the Warof Independence, wive s,
and also husbands, repudiated earlier tenets that the y should endure
the afflictions of unhappy wedlock , and th ey sought ins tead marital re­
lationships based upon more modern concepts of romantic affect ion
and mutual respect. Indicat ions of such changing feelings can be ob­
served in this county's sharp postwar increase in the number of lit iga­
tions involving desertion , adultery, or cruelt y; the growing expectation
of mutual cooperation in marriage; and th e tendency of wives to insti­
tute divorce proceedings as soon as possible afte r their spouse 's alleged
indiscretion s. And finall y, most of th e new feminist sensitivi ty can be
traced to the Revolution itself . I believe that th e unprecedented war ­
time involvement and responsibilit ies of Providence Co unty women,
and their varying contacts with liberative Revolutionary ideo logy, gave
many of them their own particular fram ework of independence.'"
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Certainly many aspects of the subject and implica tions of divorce in
early America remain to be explored. Classification of the Newport
Count y Superior Coun records should offer a valuable comparison
to the broken marital bonds of Providence County. Moreover , such
matters as chi ld custody practices, alimony and property settlements,
and the average marital spans of divorce petitioners remain open for re­
search and exposition. Naturally, no accurate gauge can measure the
acrimony, stress, and heartache involved in failed marriages of th e
eigh teenth cent ury. But these weathered Providence Count y divorce pe­

titions offer opportunit ies for new insights into the social history and
family relationships of early America."

Appendix I
Average Frequency of Divorce Petitions,

in Providence Coum y, 1749 - 1809
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Flyer announcing a campaign
rally to lure Providence's black
voters to the Democratic party.
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Building The Democratic Party:

Black Voting in Providence in the 193° 5

Norma LaSalle Daoust

The decade of th e I':I'D!> was a turning poi nt for borb Providence 's
Democratic party and the ci ty 's black com muni ty. T he Democ rats
learned to expa nd th eir appeal to include non -Irish voters , and blacks

responded by swnch mg th eir all egi an ce from th e Repu blicans to the

o pposrnon. In addmon, the blac k co m rnu mtv emerged Irom im potence

to ac uvrs m Nu mbcnng v. cco In 19\0, blac k ci ti ze ns represent ed only

2 .2 pe rcent 0 1 the I'rovrdencc po pu lace . While their numbers Jut not

~JO"'" sign ificant ly, th e black co mm unity cftccnvelv used th e ba llot hnx
to demand se rvices and patronage that had been denied the m . Recent
conver...anons wuh Providen ce black s wh o had witnessed or parucr ­
pared In these even ts , co mbined with more traditional source.., provide

a portrait 01 the proc c.... by which this new era of racial aw areness led
blacks into the Democrati c party.

Scgreganon remained the norm In Rhode Island 's capital in the I c t os
Two neighborhoods held the hulk of the black populace, th e lower East

Sid e or Cam p Street ar ea . where bla cks coexisted with Jewish peddle r..

and shop keepe rs, and the West End, a few blocks of crow ded, dilapi ­

dated housing south and west of downtown .' Although the Rhode is­

land Ccneral Assembly enact ed a public accommodations law In Ii'i' 'i ,

it was not enforced . Thea t re owners would sell black pat rons ba lcony

tic ke ts on ly. Hotels and most downtown restau rants refused to ac­

commodate nonwhite" , One black reside nt , for exam ple , recalled that

" in the Senate Cafe on Wl'ybossl,t Street they would break the ~Iass

after "e rving you ." i Black studen ts attended predominantly white 11Igh

schoo ls, hut this W ;IS du e mainl y to demographic!'> ; blacks co ns t itu ted

no mute than fifteen pe rcent of anyone census tract even as late ;I"

1940 . Black youths played on school athletic team s hUI were not wcl ­
come at soc ial tuncuons. Th e soc ial world of both yo ung and adu lt

bla ck.. wa s built around chu rcbc.. and fraternal organ izations suc h a ...

the Odd Fellows on C ram ton Street or the .... t asomc Lod ge ( 111 Cam p
Street.

The NAACP cstabhsh cd a branch in Providence before World War I

and nu nally It was Lurl y act ive . DUTln~ the su m mer of 191 7 the Provi ­

dence branch staged the first prole... t parade held by the orgaruzauon in

New England . More than twelve hundred marchers from Rhode Island

and Massa chusett s demonstrated their concern over race not s in Waco,

Memphis, and East St. LoUI S.' How ever, when ItS presrdcm, Dr . luhus
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Robi nson, died in I Q24 , the orgaruzunon all but fell apart and did not
revive until th e next decade; rhc rmddlc-cla ...... leadership and member ­
sh ip wa s unable to at trac t and hold the support of lower -class blacks.

Before th e dep ression decade, the black vote In Providence. as m m ost
other cit ies, was predo m in ant ly Republica n. Working through black
fra tern al orgamzauons and churchc ..., the party reminded black res t­
dents of thei r debt to nineteenth-centu ry Republ ican aboli t ionist ....
William Wiley, a local black leader who au thored th e Providence

column In the Bost on Chronicle, and, later, cdned the Providence
Chronicle, obse rved that blacks were "n am ed til look to the Republi­
cans as God" and if they attempted to ...upporr De mocrats. " their neigh­
bo rs vie wed them as traitors." wrlharn "Dixie" Mathews. a popu lar
sports figure, became drsrllusioned with the party 01 lincoln and by the
I')}OS was o ne of the cuv's fir... t black Democ ratic politicians . He re­
ca lled that alt hough the Republicans cou rted rhcrr votes in the 1')1OS,

rewards we re lew:

The Republican part y had one scene-e-we helped t ree you people
th rough Ahraham Lincoln .... Thl' Republican party limited the
bla cks to a category of ... t rcet sweepers or a water wagon ."

Even Attorney loseph LeCou nt , one of the city 's most prominent
black Republi can s. admitted that hi ... part y dispensed very little pat ron ­
age in return for the votes til the black community, and " the only t ime
we heard irom th e Rcpubhcan party was at elec t ron ttrne." Blac k m in ­
is te rs recei ved money to preach se rmons u r~Jn~ th eir congregat io ns to

vote Republican , and it was not rare for the party to pay as mueh a!> two
dollars for a vote. O live Will:Ycommente d rece ntly that " blacks figu red
that no matter whic h way th e clecnun went , It was n't going to affect
th em, so why not tak e th c two do lla rs.'" Without th e cas h th ere was
little inc entive for bla cks to vot e. and III mu st elections the turno ut in
blac k neighborhoods wa... quite low th roughou t the rc aos. In- m tgrau on
of blacks to the capi tal city was small, and the size 01 the bla ck com­
munity limit ed it s politi cal dum . Wilha m Wiley obse rved that in 19 ') '

the black populat ion of Providen ce was demoral ized, im pote n t. and " in
none of th is com m unity is th ere .my appreciable racia l consciou s­
nc ss."" The depr ession yea rs wou ld change th at.

Aft er the I\J28 elec tion, cli rm narion ot th e proper ty quali fication
for voting in council elec t rons spu rred vote r registration . Thrs factor,
co up led Wi th the economic probl em ... caused by the de pression . in ­
creased vote r rcgisnanon ... lgOl ficamly and int en si fied the Democr atic
pa rty's populanty 10 Providence. Providence .... 19 W voter regisn anon
had Increa sed by fort y percent ...mce I L,l20 . Less tha n th irt y perce nt IIf
\\Tes t End voters owned ... ufticicnt property. and registration inc reased
seven ty-five percent In tha t nl'lghhurhooJ aner the removal of the prop­
erty rcsrncn on . The mcrca..c can he traced to both the fact that po tc n­
nal vote rs were more hkclv til registe r It rhcv co uld cast ballots lor
all ca ndidates and to the uucn ... ive rcgrsnanon dnvc launched by the
Dcmocrars



BUI llllNG THE D t. M O C Il. A ll l. l'AIlIY

Both parucs 10 1(}10 made o.....ertures to black voters . Democrats rc­
m inded blacks that Republica n Senator Jesse Metcalf had dis regarded a
tel egram from the Prov ide nce NAACP and supported the nommanon
of conservanvc ludge Parker to the Supreme Court , For their pan , Rc·
publicans co nnnucd [() characterize the opposnion a~ " the part Y til
slavcr y, scgrcganon. proscnpnon, discrirrnnanon, and oppression til the
Negro."!'

The CHY 'S two black neighborhoods demons trated diftc rma pauc rns
10 rh is elccuon. Democrats received a smaller pornon 01 the' vot e in th e

Cam p Street area In 19 10 than m 1928 . But this wa ... a com m unu v 10

which the Republican party was particularly active in vore bu yinK.
A good number 01 Cam p Street blacks worked as domcsucs and K<It ·
deners tor wealthy East Side Republicans, and th is may han' intluenccd
rhcrr party loyalt y. The west End, ho.....ever, increased us Democrati c
vote sll~tly. Because th e black West End .....as only one vounz dr ...met In
the ward . It .....a... unable to ~Wln~ Ward Eight away trom thlo Republi ­
cans. For rhc first IImlO, though. Democ rats witnessed the potcnnn l of
the black vote .

By 1912 black leade rs finally realized that th e Republican ... had tailed
10 keep promises made to their com muni ty. A ~roup 01 blacks met m
lanuarv I v 11 at Democra tic headqua rte rs and orgamzed th e Providence
Young Men 's Colored Democrat ic Un it. Bert ha Higgins. wife of one of
th e c ity 's blac k phvsrcrans and head of th e Julia Ward HOWl' Republican
Associanon , announced that in the electi on of 11)12 she woulJ support
the Dcmoc rauc slaw. II

T he de pression parti cularly affected blacks, and ce rtain Dcmocmrs
ca puahzcd on this fact. FearIn~ forec losu re on h i'> property beca use al ­
m ost t wo-th irds of hrs conareganon were ou t of work, th e pas tor ot the
Bethe l A.M.E. chu rch wro te to presi de ntial candidate Frankhn D,
Roose vel t . In response to rh r... plea. former Dcmocra uc Senato r Peter
G er ry nude a donunun to he lp rhr s, th e old est black church in Provi .
de uce, keep afloa t."

Admn ung th at the Dem ocrat ic party was an un known q uau n ry
making its ti r~ t rea l hiJ for black support , Wile y ven ru red th at " if th e
part y in Pro ..... idcncc IS of the same ca libre as the part y III Newport ,"
whe re Dem ocr at s secu red for a few blacks johs as poli cemen and teach ­
crs. " N egroe s can <It least expect <I break ." He urged blacks to register
because " there was ne ver ;1 more important clccnon to Negroc-, since
Lincoln was elected Presiden t."

In respon se. Rcpubhcans emphasized nat ional ins tead 01 local issu es
Im portant to bla cks, and line black Republican admmcd that " rhcv
have done so hn lc tor us here in Rhode Island. that there I'" not much
that can be tru thfull y ~<lld . '" At a rall y at Eagles Hall, the lone black
member (It the Republican Nanonal Committee, Perry Howa rd. cracked
a "few funny stones. mamlv 01 the 'darkey ' variety" and the st at c 's Re­

publican anomev general contended that blacks cou ld ~o into all pub­
lie accommlxJat100S on an equal baSIS ..... lth ..... hlte.... \\'iley observeJ
that " the attornl'Y ~lonloraI dl"playeJ an i~noranee 01 local c(lndltum~ . " I

Joseph LeCount (1888-19811.

Thouxh a on enme promment
Reoublicon . LeCount. like manv
Mack leaders . deserted the pal/~'

of Lincoln in iavor of the party or
Roosevelt . llhotoxraph ccurresv
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T he Dem ocrat ic part)' had a "':00..1 Incnd III Wi lliam Wiley, who,

through his columns in the Bosum Cb romcle, urged Providence blacks

to resi st the temptations ot th e Republicans. He wa s parncularly upset

w ith Republican vote buying. as evide nced 10 hi s edrton al " Men, be
Men." Ht' wrote :

For yea rs Negro men ha ve sold their VOles on clccnon Jay for a

few palt ry dolla rs, ran~m...: an ywhe re from I to 'i ... and nobody
ge ts anything after the election because everyone has been paid be­
fore .... It IS sa id that a colored leader m tbc Hoyle Square section

ha s already been given elec t ron da y m oney lor the "bo ys." An other

" leader" in the North End, [Cam p St ree t neighbor hood ] a hench­

man of a lew ish drUAAl st , IS expected to pass OUI the green a-,
usual. ... ThiS sort ( It thing I S a disgrace."

One black resident recalled that the propnetor of a Nort h xtam Stret't

drugstore di spensed tw o dollars to eac h vot er who pledged til su ppo rt

the Republican panv's s la te . " He was the pow er wnhm the co m m u n ity

and he had contacts with the police m help people."

In the West End , bla ck voters rewarded the Democrat s ' efforts, and tor

the first time the ncrgbborhood gave a maroruv to Democratic candi­

dates a t all levels Roo..cvclt polled 'J. l percent more votes in the West

End th an had Smith in 1<j2 S . Black Dcmocrauc leader John Lopez docu ­

m ented the sh ift of the Mack vot e : "Hen- ill Rhode Island, the sta ll' oi
ultra conse rvat is m , the Negro 10 a vcrv lar...:e mea ..urc ha s had a part in

the great victory of rhe Democratic party. The Negro ha s seen rhe 's ta r'
and has followed It . " ,.

In the Cam p St reet arca. however. due to Iacuonahsm and connnued

Republican vote buying, man y blacks split rhen ballo ts. Alack attorn ey

lam es Stocker I, ,1. , a Republ ican appomtcc to the State Ret urru nx Board.
a t tri buted his party's success in Ward.. T wo and Th ree uhc 100...-er East

Side or Camp Street neigh bor hood ] to the lovalt y of black voters ."
De mocrat ic lead ers reali zed that more work would have to ht' done, t'S­

pcciall v in this neighborhood. and tw u weeks after th e electron they

announced a series of meetings w nrgarnze permanently bla ck Demo­

cratic leaders .

Soon aft er the election 0 1 1<j' 2 black Democrat s thn-at cn cd to de fec t

from the ran ks unless rnorc ot their peopl e were given cit y lohs, Maybe ,

Wi lliam Wiley suggested, hL1Ck:-> should lo llow the e xa m ple of Italian

voters and place group above part y " by making cc n am de mands and then

suppo rn ng the party thai meets rhcm." " Democrat s. in response . gave

the fir st new ci ty loh to a blac k. who was assigned 10 Roger Williams

Park . The appoint ee ....'as dcscrrbcd a., " an ardent Democratic worker

in the last elecuon."" Throughout l<j" , however, black Democrat s

cont in ued 10 com plain that Ihcy had not rece ived rh cir sh are oi cit y

patronage. hut they prai sed Dcmocranc Gove rn or Theodore FranCIS

Green 's unsuccessful attempt to appom t Lopez to a on e-t ho us and­

dollar-a-year po sit ion on the SU II.' Har bor Co m mission . Although
every Democratic se nator vot ed lor LOpt,Z, t he Republican rnaronry-c-

..,
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as expected-cdcfea ted his appomtrnen t. Governor C reen knew this
would happen, bu t Wiley noted that "at least he made the ges tu re
which was more than we ever got from the Republlca ns_" l'

In fact , the gove rnor, ra ther than the mayor, more often won the
praise of local black leaders. When , in the summer of 1I) \~ , Narragan­
sen Race Track officials set up separate entrances to ItS restau rant
ior blacks and whi tes, the gove rnor. at the urgmg 01 the Providence
N AACP, orde red the State Raci ng Commission to have the signs re­
moved . Wiley noted, "G reen IS to be congra tulated for the fearless, de­
curve manner in which he handled the wh ole case." >

Before th e next elect ion Dem ocrat s launched an all -out ca m paign to

Increas e the ir share of th e black vote . Part y organizer s approach ed young
black leaders, such as William " Dixie" Mathew s, Ed Mathew s, and Bill
SCOlt , to lure them awa y from th e Republicans . On e black resident of
the Ca mp Street neighborhood recall ed th at Providence Democrats
told the m that "we' ll make it worth your while ." l' "Dixie" Mat hew s

note d that Democ rat ic C ity Chai rma n Cha rles McEl roy promised
the m a sha re of th e city's better Inbs if they cou ld persuade their neigh ­
bo rs to switc h their sup port , Math ews recal led his own defec t ion from

the Republicans :

We told them [Republicans ] that leo pards never change thei r spots
and you 're JUSt like a leopard and we 're going elsewhe re . So we left
them In the early ' rlu rucs."

The de pression was a mater lactor in this conve rsio n. Repu blican
Joseph LeCount adm itted th at his party took th e blac k vote lor granted,
whil e De mocrats gave them somethi ng lor th eir sto mac hs. and Math­
ews em phasized tha t " we got in th ere at the right t im e becau se It was
around th e depr ession."! ' Blacks and "other colore d races" cons t it uted
o n ly 1. 6 percent of the ci ty's population, but in I l:)H th ey made up
7 percent of the households on relief. Democrats cons tan tly took cred it
for the relief programs. and Wiley rem inded his readers that " the Demo­
crat ic administrat ion has made an ea rnest effort to sec that unemploy­
ment reli ef was ex te nded to all, and the Negro ha s bene fitted from
th ese efforts . " l~

The De mocra tic ove rtu res to black voters proved successful, and
Providen ce 's two black ne ighborhoods gave larger perce ntages to Demo­

cratic Ma yor lames Dunne 10 t l)H than they had m 11)\1 . The Boston
ChromcJe report ed that Providence blacks supported Democ rats. 011­
though not by very large rnargm-, as connnued Republican VOle buvmg
In the Camp Stree t neighborhood limited this ne w rnaroruv, But those
who deserted "d id so because 01the lack of interest In the Negro by the
Republican pa rty after yea rs 01 ialthful ness. " l" A black rcsrderu reca lled

tha t aft er I <,) \ ~ " the Dem ocrats made good on their votes" and " D ixie"
Mathews admitted that " I wouldn 't say th ey gave them outsrand mg
jobs, hut what they gave them help ed to keep their fam ilies to­

gerbe r." Mathews, himself , received a cler ical lob in th e city se we r de­
partment , Wh en , early III I \) H , Democratic Ci ty Chairman Charles

IJ lbrd.. s ':rl 0,1. 10,1\\. 1, fe b 10,
19 \-4 , 1

1-4 lbrd .'l..a). I" , 19 \1 - 1
1, Btanner rnt ervrc .....
1" ." h l he .....~ Internew
J7 Lo:C uunt and M.alhe ..·~ InU""" ,'"
1/l K.alhcnnc:: D WtlIIJ . Urban " ·nrk en

on ReI,el, P.an 1, WPA DI\·"",n III <;"u.al
R..."" .aTl:h, Reo,e.arch .\ 1onogr.ar h IV (W.a_h­
mgton. 19 1" 1, 11 Ho,mn Chro rude.
01:1 17, 19 \-4. 1

10,1 _ R", r" n C:hromde, N"" 17 , 19 1-4 I,

N",,· 10 . 1000H . 1



XOT
l'nO~IISES

Wh.v IIIf' .'-I'S"' People

Will I f)',. For

ROOSEVELT
and

TRUM AN

u•. 'I1 ' M M ~ rll vert•• '\!. l .I'\l 'lolITJI.F

By 1944. D emocrauc patry
appeals for black vor l'S. such as
this cam paign brochure. could
cu e the panv's record of New
Deal programs as acti ons that
supported cam paign rhet oric.
Bertha Higgins Collection ,

Rhode Is/and Bla ck Heritage

Society. Reprinted by pemnssum.

\0. Branner and !vtll n~w~ mt cr vrcw e
Bm rOl] ChfOlUdl', March y, I I/ H . 1.

\ 1 lhrd., March 7 , I \n t> , 1

p . lbrd , O u 10. I 'H", 1
H lbrd , ( k t 1 '; , 10,1\" ,1

14 I'fllVld.'nn ' /" urt1<l I, N,,\' .;, I Il V ' . I

H - The U ru<>n pJrt y In ."IW U /l.; per
(en! u i Ih c rrc ~llknllJ I \""IC ~ ,a ~ 1 In the
Wc~t End , ami t hese ml~h l ha ve 1:"11" ' "
Roocevch It Lemke hOlJ n", h!.·cn on the
lYlI" ,. The ml1" ;l~C In R,..,.....vcltv \ 'Ul l'

m Ih c C am p "t l , 'CI Mca can also hoc ,II
IU OUI C\! It> the h;" 'I'h Volc ~ Wlnj~ml:

ti rmh Dem"lUII ~ I IImoard .\1~GT,:u h

to Iarrwv A Earlc v. (k l . JII, I y v •. Dcrno­
crane Nauunal C"m m ltlcc Cor tevp on­
ucncc. I",." llnu"n h 'lna~I~ . Group J7 .

Bo 'll I J , f l.m k lm IX-Ian.. R' K.-..:n ll l . ­
lnary. Hv·d..: Park. r-; Y

, ,,. l 'rondl'nu·/f>tlm<lJ. Nm' '. 1"'1 1'. "'_

Elo,rrm Ch romdt" A UJ:U'l I 1. 1'11 1'-. J

BUILDIN G TH~ fllMO CRAT I C PART Y

McElroy was appointed to head th e State Department of Publi c Works,

Wiley described him as a " sta u nch and co ns tan t fn cnd of the Negro"

and predicted that blacks " shou ld co me in for numerous positions in
the new order of things." 10

During the 19 J6 cam paign John F. lopez, chairman of th e Negro
State Committee, remmded blacks of the patronage given to them by

the Democrats.

For the first time in th e h istory of th e city, Negroes are holding

co m petent positions m th e highway, sewer, public bu ildings, water,

park, and city health departments, while In th e sta te departments

the Democratic party has been dir ectly responsible for employ ­

ment in the Public Works , Health, Suprem e and Superior co u rts

and the State House Building. During th e past four years lu crative
posts have been given to Negroe s In Newport , Sou th County, East

Providence and Providence."

The Republican National Com m ittee sent lesse O wens to address a
rally at Elks Auditorium, but his appeal s were In vam. Democratic lead­

ers such as Lopez and Mathews, aid ed hy Wiley through h is co lu m n 10

th e Boston Chro nicle , were more success fu l In auracung their black

neighbors to the Democrati c cam p. Support tor Roosevelt . asserted
Wiley, could he demon st rat ed by "scndmg to wa shington m en who

would be behind h im In carrvmg out his recover y and sec u rit y pro ­

grams and by connnumg adrr umstrauons In th e city and stat e which

will give the fullest mea ..ur e 01 cooperation ." Ij Refcmng to Sena to r

Metcalf, whose family owned text ile m ill .... th e Chronicl e contended

that cenam candidates, mainly m the Republ ican ran ks, were ind us­

tr ialists and employers " who studiously rcfrum Irom hiring Negroes.' '' '

Wiley could sec no benefit s that a Republi can udmirus tration would

bri ng to black voters .

The record n umber of Providence voters w ho went to the po lls in

I\n6 gave th e Democrats a clean sweep. "The New Deal steamroller

ro lled on," reponed the Providence loumat, and "in the end it rolled

ove r the w hole Repu blican s tate ti ckt·t ." " Roosevelt increased his per­

centage in the Camp Street neighborhood bv 14.7 percent , and al ­

th ough his inc rease was m in imal in the West End, both neighborhoods

were now decidedly within the Democratic fold .'-

Two years later party leaders again attempted to weld th e black vote

to the Democrats. "Dix ie " Mathews, nom inated for Four th District

representa tive, reminded hrs neighbors that " hu nd reds of our men arc
employed at the present time on consuucnon pro jects on city, state, or

federal projects," and he urged them to recall th e " ind ignit ies which

blacks suffered under a Republ ican adrrnru strauon who simply pur­

chased their votes and forget about them until th e next election ." Even

the president of th e Providence NAACP, Joseph LeCount , a Republ i­

can, admitted that blacks had made great stndes to crty employment

under Democratic administrations.... William Wil ey estimated that the

city 's weekly payrollm Ward Three [Cam p Street area l totaled at lea st

,
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twelve hundred dol lars. and most of the robs had bee n obtamed through
Mathews '.. efforts and the Incndshrp of whi te Democratic leaders. He
wrot e :

In dispensing patronage.' robs. colored people have fared well under
the Democratic admini..uanon 10 Providence. .. The ..Ne....· Deal "
for colored workers began when Charles F. McElroy was secretary
tn the Providence Com m issioner of Public works and also city
chairman. It has co nt inued unde r Edward H anagan who now has
the two posmons for merly held by Mr. 1\1cElroy .,.

In 001: of the most turbulent elec t ions in Rhode Island history, the
Republicans swept the state and it s ca pita l city in 19 \K. Alt hough he
was defeate d, "D ixie " Mathews won more votes In hrs horne distri ct
of Camp Street th an did Democrati c gubernat ori al ca nd idate Robert
Ouinn and the rest of the stall,' t icket ; clearly blacks were now wil ling
to spln their ballot s. T he same situation prevailed in the WeM End,
where black voters were credited with he lping 10 defeat the Republican

candidate for alde rman, Berna rd Fay, a thea tre ow ner accused of selling
only ba lcony scat tickets to blacks . Rut the vote agamst Fay was a pro­
tes t, and blacks III this neighborhood supported the rest of the Republi­

ca n ncket .
Black voting patterns in 1911'1 followed the rest of the city and did not

nccessanlv mean that thev had deserted the party ot Roosevelt . Local
Is"ues including patronage and payroll scandals on the city level, lavish
spending by the Republicans, the presence of a third pa rty on the sta te
ucket, the recession of unti, and confusion resul ti ng from the use of
vcnng machi nes for the first t ime we re all ci ted as reasons for the
De mocratic defeat. "

By I1J40 black leaders we re anackmg Republi can Govern or William
vande rbilt and Repu bl ican Mayor loh n Collins for th eir Indi fference.
John Lopez, head of th e Providence N AACP, revea led data showi ng that
th e Democrat s in ten years had given blacks more pat ronage than had
the Republi ca ns in ove r fitly years . T here were still no blacks in the
poli ce depa rtment or teaching In Providence schools, and Wiley in the
Providence Chronicle accused the mayor of having forgotten black
voters .

Prior to th is election the now -mayor John F. Colli ns appea red be­
fmc Negro audiences seeking their votes . Sin ce.' the elccnon Mayor
Colli ns has made tncndlv gestures to colored citizens, but nothing
very tangible in the way of patronage has been done for rlus group

in the city of Providence."

In the election of r94 0 Providence's black leade rs, for the most part,
sup po rted th e Democratic t icket , cmphasrzmg how the.' New Dea l had
helped their people . In l (nK Will iam Wiley had founded the Provi ­

dena Chronicle for the ca pital cuv's black commu nny. T hro ugh th is
paper Wiley praised Democrnnc gubernatorial candidate I. Howard
McGral h , who as chairman of the Democ rat ic Statl' Com nu nce had or-
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gan ized black Democrat s and was always "fair and straightforward in hi s
dealings with th em." Wil ey al so predict ed that Providence blacks would
far e better under the Democratic candidate for mayor, Dennis J. Roberts,

than they had under Republi can Mayor lohn Colli ns."
The t 940 election demonstrated that th e Democrats had reached a

new height of power in both the city and stat e governments and that
black voters contributed to that victor y. Providence 's two main black
neighborhoods were now firmly within the Democratic fold . McGrath
polled larger percentages in both neighborhoods than the 19l~ Demo­
crat ic candidate, Quinn, and th e convers ion of blac ks to the Demo­
cra t ic ranks filtered down to the remainder of th e ticket . The defection
of black voters from the GOP that had commenced in 19 30 was now
complete.

The Democratic city government brought to power by the depression
finall y united and consolidated its contro l in 1940 . The party, which in
1918 had been so dominated by the Irish , learned that it had to share
power with other groups. Not only did Providence Democrats court th e
votes of white ethnics, but the party made a concert ed effort to lure
blacks from the Republicans . As in Chicago, Prov idence's black voters
lagged behind other ethn ic groups in the swing to the Roose velt co ­
alition, but viewing th e period from 1924 to 1940 as a whole, th e in­
crease in Democratic black votes-from thirty to sixty per cent-was
dramati c.'

The New Deal , no doubt, was a major factor in the party 's success .
Ernest M. Coll ins, in h is analysis of Cincinnati 's black vot e, found that
"econom ic aspects of the New Deal programs were the primary factor
responsible for Negro voters deserting th e Republican party." ? The
Providence case reinforces this point . Throughout the 19 30S party lead­
ers reminded blacks that th e Republi can policies had led th e nation
into the depression and that th e Democratic policies had brought much­
needed help.

Finally, during this decade Providence's black leaders demonstrated a
new level of power. No longer con tent to follow blindly the promises of
politi cians, they demanded lobs and other fonns of aid in return for
their political support. With the revival of the NAACP and founding of
the Providence Urban League , by th e end of th e decade a new era of
racial political awaren ess had emerged.
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To Starve the A rmy at Pleasure: Continental Army A dm inis trat ion
and American Political Culture. 1775-1783. By E. WAYNE CARl',

(Chapel Hill . N.c. : Universitv oi North Carolina Press. 19}J4. xiii + W6

pp. $29.00.)

In 1981 Ema Risch published Supplying Washmgton 's ArmY,;I study
of the organizational structure that provided logrsucal support for the
Connnental Army. In painstaking detail Risch descnbcd the develop­
ment of each army department and examined its operations. In the pm­
cess she cxplamed a good deal about the difficulties Involved in obta in­
inR adequate supplies. E. Wayne Carp's To Starve the Army at Pleasure
has a different purpose, wh ich is to cxplam the relat ion ship between
logistical problems and political cultu re. Sim ply put, C arp's theme is
that Americans of the Revolunonar v gene ration perce ived publi c se r­
vice "th ro ugh the eyes of republican morality," wh ich hold its or igins in
seventeenth-centu ry whig ideolo,lW For th e wbrgs the ideal polity was
the republi c, modeled on those of classica l antiquity. D rawing on ex­
amples from the past , the WhlF;S contended that the most serious da n­
ger to a republic's s tability was the unbrid led power of ItS ru lers , who,
history revealed, used eve ry means possible, in cluding the standing
army, to dcstrov their subrcc ts' frccdom. Only a virtuous, public-spmrcd
ci t izenry, ever a lert to the dange rs of vice and corrupt ion, cou ld pre­
serve th e rcpubhc and the liberty It was es tablis hed to prot ect . Ameri ­
ca ns inherited both th e fear of power and th e an ti-s ta nding army tradr ­
non and tri ed to wage war accordingl y. The int en se localism and fear
and sus picion of staff officers It engende red, almost cos t them the
Revolut ion .

Dun ng the first two years of the war, th e inheri ted fear of powe r a nd
th e antimilitary tradition, combined with co ngressional mexpcncnce,
made it difficult for the Conn nenta l Congress to adrruruster the war.

T he lack of a centrally controlled supply system forced Congress to

resort during crises to th e creation of temporary committees for spe­
cific sup ply tasks-as the need arose, for exa mple, to purchase medi ­
c ines or shoes, and to rely upon the states as agent s of supply, Tasks
normally carried out in European arm ies by staff depart me nts, suc h as
th e Q uarte rmaster. Com m issary, or Hospital departmen ts, were rou­
tinel y delegated to state authonncs. including th e governor, the legi s­
lature, or the sta te com m ittee of safet y.

As a result of the m ili tary defea t on Long Island in 1776, Cong ress
made an effort to reform or reorgan ize war administrat ion begi nning in
1777 . In place (If ad hoc com m ittees, it formed seve ral s ta nd ing ones,
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including the Board of War . It created new staff depart ments, inclu ding
a superintendent o f bakers and a com rms'sarv 0/ hides to alleviate the
ch ro nic co m pla ints about shortages 01 bread and shors, and a comrms­

sa ry gen er al of musters and inspector gene ral to Im prove discr phne in
th e army. In orde r to produce specialization of func tions and public ac ­
coun tabili ty, It reorgani zed the ma ter staff de partments : the Hospital
De partment was divided into four geographic areas, headed by Di rector
Ge nera l William Shippen; and a commissary of forage and a wagon­
master gene ral we re appomted to relieve some 01 the burdens on the
new qua rt ermaste r general. Thoma!'> Mutlm. The fear oi concentraung
power in a single individual persisted, however. and IS reflected in the
deci sion to d ivide the office of commissa ry gen eral into a commissary
gene ra l of purc hases and the commissary general of Issues. This al­
lowed each official to " check" the other. Congress retained its power to

appoint, for example, assistants to the com m issary or subordinate
medical officers outside the Director General 's drsmcr and to issue de­
tailed procedures for recor dkceping so as tu make staff officers more ac­
countable for public fu nds .

The efforts of Congress to rationali ze the supply sys tem failed , how ­
ever, d ue os te nsibly to the disastrous winter at Valley Forge. In tact. the
deplorable condi tion of the army at Valle)' Forge was due to a co mbina­
t io n o f fac to rs, not the least importa nt of which was the host of rcsig­
nauons at allleve ls In the ..ratt departments JULOto disgrundcruern ove r
co ngressio na l refo rms . The de parture of Thomas Miftlm lef t the Qua r­
termast er depart ment badl y disorganized and unable to co llec t and
transport food, tents, eru renching tool s, and othe r supplies needed ur ­
gently by th e suffen nz tro ops. The pro blems of supply were further ex­
acerbated by adver se weather conduions, shortages 01tran sport and la ­
bor, difficulties in procuring food, ncghgcnce and fraud of con trac tors
and suppliers, com pen t ton from sta te auth oriti es over staff per sonnel
and supplies, and the grow ing probl em of in flati on and a depreciat ing
currency, which resu lted in the financia l cris is of 17 7'} .

Criti cal shor tages of supplies ultimatel y forced the army to resort 10

ad hoc solu t ions , such as civilian volun tee r efforts to m ak e clothi ng
and foot wea r, to usc cap tu red equ ipment and fina lly to impress civilian
propert y, first by rmprcssmcru statu tes passed by sta te assemblies and ,
beginning in 171)0, by direc t m ilit ar y Im pressment . Despne efforts to

assert th e au thority of Civ il gover nment over the mi hta ry, impressme nt
proved both po li ticall y unpo pula r and metficren t as local magis tra tes
co ns is tently frustrated the effor ts of staff office rs by refusing to Issue
im press warrants . rcq umng the army to complv with rhc lcncr of rrn ­
pressment statutes as to fair pncc. and usmg legal sancuons. such as
fines or SUIIS for t respass, against ... taff office r... . Alter 1779 ideological
fea rs of the rmlnarv and los ... 01 propcnv led cwihans to bcgm rctusmg
to cooperate ..... irh the milita ry by wuhhclding ...upphcs. breaking con­
tracts, requmng cash lor dehvencs. and sum..: supply agents ami staff
officers tor the payment of public debts . Bcgmnmg In 171\0 growmg rc ­
Hance o n impressment met VIOlent rcststancc, which Carp mamrams
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suggests th e erosion uf cit ize n respect lor aurhontv, growmg out 01 th e
in abili ty (It local leaders to protect property.

C ha rges of corruption am ong s taff officers further erod ed American

respect fu r co nst ituted authority. Because of their adherence to republi ­

can ideology, m ost citizens, including congress me n. blamed s taff officers

fo r the pro blem s that began accumulating afte r 1780 . Most crit ics a t­

tributed the coun try 's financ ial woes to the practice of pavin g s taff

o ffice rs o n a commission, which allegedly encouraged them to raise

prices in order to reap higher profit s. In fac t, Ca rp argu es tha t st aff
office rs tried unsuccessfully to kee p down prices in the face of 10 ­

tlanona rv pressures caused by Int ernat ional economic cond itions,

profi teeri ng, and compe ti tion between sta te and national pu rc hase rs of

su ppl ies. Inspired by the belief tha t a republic founded on th e vi rt ue of

its people sho u ld not tolera te profit -making d uring war, Cong ress, in

Feb rua ry 171'10, tu rned over to the s ta tes responsibility for supplyi ng
the army. They were called upon to ca rry out mvesuaanons of graft and

corru ption among staff officers and to develop st ncr audi ting pohcres
making department heads respo n sible tor their subordi nates' defici ts.

As a result many staff officers fou nd themselves owing m oney to the

govern ment . Although so me office rs resigned. m ost stayed on , a Iew for

econo m ic rea sons, m os t bec ause of patriotism or espri t de corps, and

ab ove all , because of ;1 sense of honor that was peculiar to rh c cigh­

wcru b ce ntury.
Repeat ed frustra tions and the ncar failu re of the wa r effo rt gave rise

to an intl ue nti a l body of opmion whic h questioned the va lue of lo ­

calism and of the milit ia system as an inst rument ot na tional defense .

The Ideological conthcts ove r m ilitar y po hcy that ensued occupied

American po h tics for the next t .....en ty yea rs, and i!> the subjec t of Ric ha rd

Kohn's Eagle and Sword: The Federalis ts and the Creation of the MIlJ­

cary Estabiislunem in America, 178 i - J 802. Ca rp 's To Starve the A rmy
a/ Pleasure sh ould be read III con junc t ion with Kohn's work and with

James Kirby Martlll and Mark Edward Lender 's A Respectable A rmy:

The AJili tary O rig ins of the Republic. J76~-J 789 . Together they pre­

sent a h rghl v useful s tudy of th e rclanonshi p between revol u ti onary

ideals and military pracnce.

".

Newcomb College. Tulane Urnver snv SYL\'I .... R. FIlE Y

LeI Virtue Be a Guide to Thee: Needlework in the Education of Rhode
Island Women. rno-18Jo. By BETTY RING . [Provid ence: the Rhode b ­

land Histuncal Soc iety, 191'13 .176 PI'. Brbho. and index . S10.00.1

Seldom nowadays IS a book produced that one ca n recommend so unre­

se rvcdlv as Betty RIIl~'s Let vnrue Be a Guide / 0 Thee: Needlework in
the Educoncn of Rhode Island Womt't1, InO-IHJO. Eminent ly schol­

a rly yet thoroughl y readable and profusely il lu st rnt ed, It se ts a shi n in g
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example that is rarely equalled in American fine and decorative arts
studies.

True, there arc aspects of the creation of Rhode Island needlework
that one wishes Ring would explore in greater depth, for instance, com­
paring the work of Rhode Island women with that of women in other
areas of the country. Such wishes should be construed as a tribute to
the author's grasp of the subject, for they reflect not deficiencies but
simply the stimulating effect of the present volume. Like all well­
written research, Ring's work establishes a frame of reference that
answers many worthy and valid questions but simultaneously chal ­
lenges one to pursue deeper or tangential queries that are beyond its
stated scope. Clearly such is the case here. The goal of the catalogue
and the exhibition it accompanies IS concisely stated in the first two
sentences of the introduction: "to establish the recognition of Rhode
Island schoolgirl needlework as an important regional form of naive
American art within the field of American decorative arts " and "to

demonstrate how a group of embroideries. once identified, may be used
as a resource in tracing the history of female education in early Amer­
ica." One wishes that every author were so straightforward! Although
simply stated, Ring's goal is ambitious. To her distinct credit, it is also
fulfilled.

Chapter One provides the historical background of English heritage
that so firmly linked female needlework with school instruction in
early America. It provides an essential foundation for the layman's
understanding of what follows, but it also delves into questions about
the origins of sampler making that have long perplexed scholars in the
field. Speculation would be tempting, since time has erased many valu­

able clues. However, Ring forbears . Instead, she creates a framework of
reliable references and presents the unresolved forthnghrly. From the
fact that Jane Bostockc's I 'i98 sampler was discovered as late as 1960,
one derives hope that still more concrete evidence remains to be un­
earthed. (Hers is the only signed and dated Tudor example known. ]

The succeeding three chapters form the bulk of the catalogue. Ring
assesses Newport, Providence, and-finally-Bristol, Warren, and War­
wick embroideries, detailing regional proclivities, stvlizunons, and
techniques, and focusing 011 the critical role of schools. specifically the
teachers, in introducing and dispersing these styles. Using Rhode is­
land as an example. Ring establishes a vital link between education and
embroidery, leading one to wonder why this fundamental aspect of
needlework study has been so superficially treated heretofore . Discus­
sions of distinct socioeconomic factors among the stated locales pro­
vide a context for the works and a rationale for regional variations
within the relative consistency of Rhode Island needlework .IS.1 whole .
In-depth genealogical and related biographical data reveal much about
the particular girls and their instructors. Extensive quotations from pc­
riod documents flesh out statistical facts and make both students and
teachers into lively individuals full of human hopes, longings, and
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tears. T hr oughout. Rin~ assiduous ly and full y footnotes he r sources of
mformanon and assistance ; happily fur the read er, these credi ts ap pear
on the sa me pages as the text to which they refer . An abundan ce of pr i­

mary sources, many o f them little kn own, attest to Ring's concern for

accuracy and thoughtful scholarshi p, as J ncs her curctu l ph raseol ogy in
text, toot notes, ca talogue en tries, and captions .

The volume is beau t ifu lly desig ned and its lormat well con... idc rcd
and readily co m prehensible. Each of the three regional chapte rs IS 100 li­

a ted by a double-page illust ra tion follo w ed by a section of text . lllu stra­
rum s for the latter in clude period adv erti sements , bill s. le tte r!'> , maps,

ci ty view .... Images of particular buildings, and th e lik e, ,111 of which aid

enormous ly in cons t ruc ti ng a mental picture of t he ar ea , schools, and

individ uals di scussed . They also ren ew one's appreciat ion of Rin~\ ad ­
herence to period documentation. A page trom Sarah Osbo rn's drat y, for

ins ta nce, reminds one of the difficu lti es III dccrpbc nng eighteen th­

ce ntury sc npt and spcll mg and 01compcnsaunx lo t the ravages 01 time.

Follow in g each te xt section w·ithin the regional chapter d ivisions are

the catalogue en tries for th e: respccuve areas [vbullc ts" helptullv indi­

ca te ernb ro rdcncs incl uded m th e exhibmon ]. Each en try is Illustra ted

and Juxt aposed with baste da ta, incl uding t ran scripuons 0 1 inscr ip­

tions , and spec ific com me n ta ry. C ra ti f yi n~ly, embroide ries arc shown

in on gtnul names and behi nd ori~ill ;ll pa inted gI.lS!>, when' possible.

and nearly hali of the 122 catalogue en tr ies are illu... rrat cd in col or .
,1\10st en tr ies are allocated an enti re page , but when t .....o ap pea r un a

page, inf ormation pemnem to each IS carefully segregated to aVOId con­

fu sion . Page n umbers are easy to find and appear on every page . Cata­

logue en try n umbers run consecutively thro ughout the book In a ma n­

ner conduci ve to easy reference. Withi n regiona l chapte rs , ca talogue

entries run chro nologically from earliest tolatest . m akin g sty lis t ic de­

vel opments within an ar ea readil y discernible. Within the catalogue

sect ions, illustrations of suc h documents as pnru so urces, framer s ' la ­

bel s. portra it s of the art ist s. ite m ize d hi lls, and a rare example of an em­

bro ide ry s t ill a t tached to it s work ing frame all augm ent the text and

expa nd our u ndersta nding of ho w the pieces were tabncatcd .

The brevn y of Rin g's concluding chapte r is rmslcadmg, for It presents

fas crnaung food for though t . The au thor documen ts the young nau o n's
evo lv ing controversy over what n ghrlv cons mutcd a woman 's educa­

tion , and she also post ulat es a rational e for the gradua l decli ne in em­
phasis on "accom plish ments," suc h as lint.' embroidery. In a creati ve

manner, Ring th en do vet ail s th is demise with th e birth of h istorical

and annquarran int erest 1Il the em broide ries . and ,gIVCS an accou n nng

of sc holarly cons ide rauon of the sulucc t up to the presen t . T he h ... t IS

di scouragin gly sparse.

Finall y, men tion should be made of three ap pendices that are va luah le
studies in and of them selves. O ne discusses the materi a ls used to

c reate the cmbro idencs and the patterns and verses appea ri ng on them.

A sec o nd, long ove rdue in needl ework studies, desc ri bes me thods of

"'
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framing the pieces and th e cra fts me n and firms respon sible for fashi on ­
ing these importa nt fin ishi ng to uc hes. The thi rd su ppleme nts gcn ea ­
logical and bio graphical information provid ed in the catalogue's main

text . More conc ise ly, it sumrnanzes statist ica l data in text and chart
form, so metimes explodi ng preconceived noti ons of the circums tances
under which th e embro ide ries were exec uted. for instance, th e assump­
ti on that th e needl eworkcrs wen: from wealt hy fami lies. (Some were,
but many were the offspring of sim ple craftsmen and farmc rs. l Here one
also disc overs wit h su rprise that of th e two h undr ed wome n studi ed.
more than a quart er nev er marrie d. (A reason is suggeste d; read th e
book to di scover i tll

Rin g's sch olarly eval ua tion of Rhode Island embroideries will he wel ­
co me d and consu lte d by an au dience far wider tha n studen ts 01 Am eri­
can needl ework. Edu cators and his torians of all k ind s, whe ther profes­
sional or self-app ointed , wi ll find her work an invaluab le refer ence and
an admirabl e revelation of the past.

Abby Aldrich Rock efeller Folk Art Center
Williamsburg , virginia
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A Gift for the Future

The Board of Trustees of the Rhode Island Histori cal Society would like you to
cons ider ma king the Society a beneficia ry when you arc preparing you r will.
Such a bequ est wou ld help insure the Socie ty 's continu ing efforts to collec t, pre­
serve, a nd interpret Rhode Island 's rich heritage. A beques t to the Socie ty is
truly a gift to futu re generations of Rhode Islanders so that they may share in
the Society's services an d programs.

Should you des ire to incl ude the Society as a ben eficiary of an unrest rict ed
bequest wh en preparing your will , the following wording is suggested :

I give and bequea th to T he Rhode Island Historical Society in Providence
10 the State of Rhode Island and Providen ce Planta tions dollar s
(S I for its gene ral uses and purposes.

The Director of the Society Will be happy to dis cuss th is ma tter with you.
Gifts to the Society via beques t are deduc tible from federal es tate taxat ion .

The Rhode Island Historical Society
1 10 Benevolent Street, Providence, Rhode Island 0 2QOf!
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